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is said that he wrote verse, and compositions ascribed
to him are transmitted. The authenticity is un-
certain : and in any case, if genuine, they have been
modernised as Dryden rehandled Chaucer ; but they
are poetry of the same type as the earliest things
which come down in the actual script of Irish writers :
lyrics written in by professional scribes on the margin
of the Latin manuscripts, to prepare which was their
vocation.
Columba is famous also in Irish history as a patron
of letters ; he persuaded the High King, his kinsman,
against suppressing the traditional order of poets,
whose exactions had grown burdensome to the com-
munity. Their rights were fixed then and limited
by law—in the sixth century. A poet had his assigned
place and portion at banquets and he ranked high in
precedence ; he had his traditional dues. Neither was
the study of literature left only to the professional,
In the twelfth century, when St. Malachy carried out
a reformation of the Church in Ireland, many of the great
preferments, including even the archbishopric of
Armagh, had become hereditary in certain families,
and were held by laymen. But it is carefully set down
that these laymen were learned. They were " clergy "
in the mediaeval sense: trained to appreciate and to
preserve the secular literature of Ireland.
After the Norman Conquest had established an
Anglo-Irish order supreme in parts of the island, the
Irish culture was shaken, yet it lasted : and some of
the greatest Anglo-Irish became patrons of Irish
literature. At the height of the Desmond power, an
Earl of Desmond was famed as a poet in Irish : in the
thirteenth century, Murray Q'Daly, a poet, having
incurred the anger of O'Donnell in whose territory he
lived, fled for hospitality to de Burgo of Clanricarde in
County Galway. Definite attempts were made to
rally and preserve the tradition: Lady Margaret
O'Carrell at the close of the fourteenth century gave a
feast at her house to " the learned of Ireland " in

